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Fm‘est fires have killed hundreds of Minnesotans
and cost millions of dollars over the past cen-
tury. They are still a major economic threat to the
forest resource. In recent vears, however, fire has
taken a back seat to diseases and insect destruc-
tion. A major job of the forester is to protect the
state’s 18 million forest acres from each of these
threats.

Since more than 90 percent of forest fires are
caused by human carelessness, a great deal of forest
protection work is fire prevention. But once a fire
has started, the forester calls up every possible re-
source, from buckets to bombers, to bring it under
control.

Unlike fires, insects work slow, steady damage
on trees. They leave no part of a tree safe. Some
kinds of insects attack foliage. Others bore into
fruits and cones, hampering natural regeneration.
And still others destroy the wood ifself, by boring
into it. Though sprayving insecticides can be effec-
tive, it is also tricky. Wildlife and fish may suffer
from insecticides, so research is continually di-

rected at finding safe ways to control insects with-
out threatening other forest creatures.

Both infectious and noninfectious diseases of
trees can wipe out a forest more permanently than
just about anything else, so the forester must also
be a doctor of trees. Diseases of trees are often
epidemic, however, and difficult to control by
spraying or other treatment. Dealing with tree dis-
eases often means harvesting a stand of trees before
they become diseased, and then changing the
threatened forest type entirely.

Whether by fire, insects, diseases, damage to the
forest need not be total. For example, sometimes a
wildfire moves only through the crowns of trees,
burning hot and quickly. When that happens, the
wood may still be usable. Saving the timber after a
fire, pest infestation or disease epidemic is called
“salvage cutting.”

Like the inventory in a store, the forest is con-
tinually turning over. Trees are harvested and then
replaced. But loss due to fire, pests, and diseases
depletes the forest to no one’s benefif. '
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called in to bulldoze fire breaks and assist in other
‘ways once a fire is under way.

In some districts, pickup trucks with pump
tanks cruise fire-susceptible areas during periods of
peak fire danger. They are linked by radio to any
of dozens of fire towers or aircraft spotters. When
a “smoke” is reported that doesn’t appear on the
local fire warden’s burning permit list, these cruis-
ing pickups are often first on the scene. The fire-
fighting capacity of such equipment is limited, but
there is nothing like being right on the spot to

assess the danger and fire fighting needs of a wild-
fire.

Cooperating with local weather bureaus, DNR
forest offices keep the public continually aware of
the degree of fire danger through news releases
and radio broadcasts. Their alertness to dangerous
wind and weather conditions, too, is presuppres-
sion.

Both prevention and presuppression have be-
come more and more effective in recent years as is
evidenced by the tremendous decrease in losses
due to forest fires.

tis a hot, dry day in August. There has been no

rain for three weeks, and the forest around you
is explosive tinder. As district forester you are in
charge of combating all fires. Tensely, yvou go
about your routine, expecting with each crackle of
the radio or ring of the phone that this is the time.

The call. may.come from the tower south of
town. Perhaps it will come from a neighbor. Or it
could come from the DNR-contracted airplane that
flies fire watch across your district. You never
know which it will be, but only hope it will come
soon enough to avert disaster.

“Say, we've got a smoke over here, south of
Johnson’s store. Doesn’t look good . . .”" Blankly,
you set your coffee cup down and step to the radio
microphone. “What do you think?”

“Better cover it.”

“I'm on my way.”

Like lightning, vou're in the pickup truck and
on the radio again. “What’s the story?”

“It’s bad all right,” comes the word from the

Suppressing a Forest Fire

airplane pilot. “I'm ten miles north and I can see it
already. Grass fire. Half an acre. Close to that big
jack pine stand.”

You know that fire wardens have not been issu-
ing permits to burn for two weeks. It must be a
wildfire.

Your first step is to alert the DNR helicopter
stationed 60 miles away. It can be there in less
than a half-hour. Then you call city hall to sound
the fire alarm. You give the dispatcher all the
particulars on the way out of town.

The fire danger is so extreme that a second fire
call could come in at any time. Should you have
stayed behind to watch the radic or sent someone
else out in the truck. Yes. No . . . if that jack pine
starts with the wind the way it is today, half your
district could go up. Tom can handle things at the
office.

Nervous, you call the pilot again. He is now
right over the fire. “Jim, what’s the wind like?
How’s it look?”




“Not good at all. Twenty-five miles an hour.
Gusts to 30. Northwest. Right into the trees. We
have 15 minutes, maybe 20.7

You are sweating now. Where is the best place
to refill yvour pickup’s water tank? That’s right,
Johnson’s have a pond.

“How’d it start, Jim? Any ideas?”

“Looks like the trash burner back of the store.
Still sparking.”

You roll into the road behind Johnson’s Corner
Store. It’s bad all right. In seconds you must make
decisions that can lose or save thousands of dollars,
maybe even human lives.

You cut across the field toward the fire front.
The hose is out and you're spraying, wetting the
unburned grass along the front. Instinctively you
work, and in minutes your tank is dry.

Then you're in the truck again and on the radio.
“We can’t cut it, Jim. No way. Where’s the chop-
per?”

“Five miles out. Be there soon.”

You head for the pond to refill the pickup
truck’s water tank, and you’'re back at the fire in

minutes. Your first efforts have clearly slowed part

of the advancing front, but now several limbs of
the fire are within a hundred yards of the first
frees.

Back and forth you go, spraying water across
the 20-acre field wherever the fire threatens most.
Other fighters have arrived and you have hardly
noticed them as they work beside you with water
cans strapped to their backs. You don’t notice the
arrival of the ‘copter at all as the pilot dips the
500-gallon bucket into Johnson’s pond and heads
for the blaze.

In one drop, the bucket-carrying helicopter does

what ten ground fighters would do alone in half

an hour. In ten drops, it stops the advancing fire a
dozen yards from the pines. You wave the pilot off
with a tired smile and a nod of thanks.

Without the help of the helicopter, vou would
have been in big trouble. Wearily you issue orders
for final cleanup and start back to headquarters. It
might only be a matter of minutes before another
call comes in.

It could have been much worse. If the fire hit
the trees, you would probably have had to call in
the B-26 bomber from Duluth. Dropping a fertil-
izer-like water solution of fire retardant, the
bomber could have bought time while ground
workers cut a firebreak.

You might have used aerial sensing to identify
“hot spots” within the fire, spots where the bom-
ber and helicopter would be most effective. If the
fire had reached the peat lands southeast of ~
Johnson’s acreage, you might have used the dis-
trict’s track vehicle, called a Bombardier, to cut a
track around the fire.

In some locations, you would have used indi-
vidual ground fighters, some working two shifts
without a break, with shovels, rakes, and even wet
gunny sacks. The fire could have demanded more
than a hundred fire fighters.

As you pull into the headquarters lot, you wipe
a sooty face and breathe a momentary sigh of
relief. Odds are, you tell yourself, that there won’t
be another call today. But then you reconsider.
Often during such days you have had half a dozen
fires to fight.

When will one get really out of hand? All you
can do is hope it never happens — and do your best
if it does.

Researching Forest Fires

esearching forest fires and their effects is not

like studying other things. Your laboratory is
usually a crisis in which you don’t have time to
step back and theorize about what is going on or
how to do things better.

But looking backward after a fire can provide
important data for future study. A lot of research
is done to evaluate fire conditions. The result is a
computerized fire danger rating system which takes
into account such things as fuel types, weather,
and wind conditions.

Other research evaluates equipment and adapts
already available machines to fire fighting. In Min-
nesota, helicopters with buckets, World War 11
bombers with massive fire-retardant tanks, pon-
toon planes called “water bombers,” and the

“bombardier” track vehicle for fighting lowland
fires are all products of this sort of research.

Research discovered the fire-retardant properties
of liquid fertilizers like ammonium sulfate which
may be dumped on larger fires from bombers.

Safety for the fire fighter is another subject of
research. Fire shelters and protective clothing are
the outcomes.

And infrared photography or television can be
used to detect “hot spots” within an extensive
blaze as well as the characteristics of fire spread.

As our knowledge of fires grows, prevention,
and presuppression become more effective than
ever. Someday, fire suppression may be almost a
thing of the past. That is the ultimate goal of fire
research.

Written and illustrated by Ron Royer. Published by the Education
Section, Bureau of Information and Education, Minnesota Department
of Natural Resources.
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